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Abstract
In 2012, Dr. Olivia Navarro-Farr and her team uncovered the tomb of a Maya ruler in a
large ceremonial structure at the site of El Perú-Waka’ in the Petén region of Guatemala.
Specialists, subsequently, identified these remains as those of Lady K’abel, a queen already well
known from texts associated with the ancient city. This study will explore one of the artifacts
found in the tomb, called the War Serpent Vessel, found at the Kaloompte’s feet. I will propose
that the iconographic depcitions on this artifact represent a supernatural Serpent that emerges
from this vessel. I suggest that this vessel acted as a cave through which this Serpent would have
emerged during ritual activities. Its position at the feet of the interred emphasizes its
interpretation as a metaphorical cave that emerges from the sacred mountain, on which rulers
often stand in royal portraiture, as seen in Waka’ Stela 34.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The archaeological site El Perú-Waka’ lies in the jungle of the central Petén region of
Guatemala. Initially mapped and recorded by Ian Graham and associates in 1970 (Navarro-Farr
and Rich 2014: 6), this site has undergone more complete investigation since 2003, since the
commencement of the Proyecto Regional Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’ (The El Perú-Waka’
Archeological Project). The project and its members have recorded archaeological and
epigraphic data illuminating the political and social history of this Classic Maya site.
One of these operations, conducted by Dr. Olivia Navarro-Farr and her team, has focused
on the city’s primary civic ceremonial structure, M13-1. In 2012 Navarro-Farr and colleagues
excavated the tomb of an elite Maya woman (Waka’ Burial 61), later identified through
biological, taphonomic, and epigraphic evidence as Yax Nun Ajau (Wanyerka 1996) or Lady
K’abel, a queen of Waka’ who reigned during the Late Classic Period (Navarro-Farr et al 2013).
The burial, which held the remains of the queen in addition to hundreds of artifacts that
accompanied the deceased, presents a fascinating glimpse into the undisturbed mortuary context
of an elite Maya ruler.
The present study examines one of the artifacts found within the mortuary assemblage, a
polychrome vessel designated Artefacto de Registro #2, Hellazgo Especial #918. For simplicity’s
sake, I refer to this artifact as H.E. #918 or as the Serpent vessel due to its painted decoration.
Located at the feet of the interred ruler, this vessel remains intact and depicts an intricate
example of iconography representing the War or Vision Serpent [Fig. A.1], so interpreted by
scholars like Taube (1992) and Schele and Miller (1986). In this study, I first present a reading of
the iconographic motif on the plate itself, comparing iconographic examples present in published
sources (for example: Schele and Miller 1986 etc.). I also posit an interpretation regarding the
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significance of the physical location of H.E. #918 within the mortuary context of Burial 61. To
inform this hypothesis I review other iconographic representations associated with rulers and
royal portraiture: specifically, the Cleveland Stela [Fig. A.2] depicting Lady K’abel, and lintels
from Yaxchilan displaying portraits of the ruler Lady Xoc [Fig. 8-10] (Tate 1992: 44, Schele and
Miller 1986: 187-189). Following what we currently know about Lady K’abel and Waka’s
fragmentary epigraphic narrative, I then attempt to place the vessel the site’s history.
My central argument asserts that the Serpent on this vessel represents a supernatural
being. A ritual specialist, like a queen, could summon such a being from the underworld during
sacrificial rites and, in doing so, could communicate with the other worlds and their inhabitants.
In this case, the placement of H.E. #918 at Lady K’abel’s feet emphasizes that location as
symbolic of the sacred mountain, or witz, as depicted on the Cleveland Stela. I contend that this
placement H.E. #918 facilitated the summoning of supernatural beings from the underworld –
like the one represented on the plate. This suggests that the bowl acted as a symbolic portal for
supernatural beings like Vision or War Serpents, gods of the underworld, or ancestors,
mimicking the trope of the cave within the sacred mountain at the feet of the ruler. Further, this
indicates that Lady K’abel held a physical and symbolic position as a powerful ruler on top of
the sacred mountain, in control of and responsible for the ritual acts that summoned supernatural
beings.
The following sections of this chapter examine information and ideas that form the
foundations of my arguments. I begin with a brief introduction to the Late Classic Maya culture
and the concept of divine rulership. Next, I elaborate on various topics that inform this
investigation, including the site of El Perú-Waka’ itself, the relationship between Teotihuacan
and the Maya, the performative nature of ancient Maya religion and politics, and the
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methodology behind my approach to iconography. Subsequent chapters discuss theoretical and
methodological approaches as well as the data, the latter of which is presented in chapter 2 and
analyzed in the final one.

The Late Classic Maya and their Civilization
In order to understand the iconographic program exhibited on the Serpent Vessel and its
broader cultural context, we must examine the socio-political and religious systems of the society
that produced H.E. #918. The Maya civilization has endured for thousands of years, with the first
evidence of its existence dating to about 1000 B.C. and the decline of their large cities occurring

Figure 1.1. Map of the Maya region showing ancient city-centers.
Map courtesy of http://www.athenapub.com/central-america2.htm
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around the year 850 A.D (Freidel and Schele 1990: 26). The Maya people, however, did not
disappear after the fall of their capitals in Mesoamerica [Fig. 1.1]; Maya communities have
survived years of persecution and oppression by invading populations and colonization. Much
like their ancestors, many Maya communities today practice agriculture, focusing on the
cultivation of maize, and speak one of several Mayan languages. Though much of the culture has
changed – most communities now practice a form of Christianity, for example – the modern
Maya maintain some similar practices to the ancient civilization, allowing us to understand some
of the latter through analogy and ethnography (Vogt 1976, Wells and Davis-Salazar 2007).
The Late Classic period of the Maya civilization, the period to which materials from
Burial 61 date (Navarr-Farr et. al 2013), lasted from roughly 600-850 A.D (Houston and Inomata
2009). This period was characterized by large civil undertakings within the major Maya citystates. Art and religion flourished at this time under religious and political structures governed by
divine rulers (Freidel and Schele 1988). Rulers maintained the balance of the city economically,
politically, and religiously, often through ritual practice. These rituals equalized the city and the
universe, often through the sacrifice of blood, animals or other people. Rituals of autosacrifice
further reinforced the positions of leaders of the state (Schele and Freidel 1990: 87). I contend
that this essential part of the life of the ruler—self-sacrifice—is represented in the decoration of
H.E. #918 from the tomb of Lady K’abel.
Though these rites emerged from religious beliefs surrounding the Maya understanding
of their place within the world, they would also have perpetuated other aspects of Maya culture,
in which daily life, religious, and political structures did not occupy separate spheres of
existence. All of these components combined to form one cohesive belief system that governed
social and political structure. A prominent example of this is the Maize God, a principal (perhaps
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the most important) deity of the culture. Because maize made up the primary source of nutrients
for the Maya population, as it did throughout much of the pre-Hispanic Americas, the
anthropomorphic personification of this plant is logically the bringer of life to the people (Schele
and Freidel 1980: 243). The classic Maya story of creation, the Popol Vuh, describes the sacrifice
of the Maize God, as well as his rescue and resurrection by his clever twin sons, Hunahpu and
Xbalanque (Tedlock 1996). This story reflects the perpetuation of the cycle of life and death
central to ancient Maya cosmology, which, like the life of the maize plant itself, was recurrent
and never ending.
Unsurprisingly then, the rulers attempted to publicly associate themselves as the bringers
of life to the people and the state, conflating themselves with the Maize god. For example, the
Maize god is often depicted with characteristics symbolic of a stalk of corn, like green quetzal
feathers worn on the head, representative of the green leaves that crown the maize stalk. Lady
K’abel is shown in such a manner on the Waka’ Stela 34 [Fig. A.2], located at the Cleveland
Museum of Art, with quetzal feathers spreading from her headdress like the green leaves of a
maize stalk (see Wanyerka 1996). Like the maize god, rulers sacrificed of themselves in order to
perpetuate those things necessary to life, such as seasonal rains and the prosperity of the city.
This facilitated a constructed ideology in which heads of a city-state could assert their sociopolitical power because they provided food, protection, balance, and life to their subjects. The
Maize God, the ideologies that surround him and relate to the rulers of a city, tie into the
political, economic, and religious structures of this complex cultural system that is echoed
throughout Mesoamerica (Taube 1996).
The union of religious and political structures also appears in monuments and
iconographic programs as the symbolic depiction of a ruler at the center of the universe. For the
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Maya, as with other ancient Mesoamerican peoples, the universe was organized in a four-part, or
quadripartite, plan. Each corner represented a cardinal direction and the point at which the northsouth and east-west axes crossed denoted the center of the world, the place from which all life
originated. The Maya often represented this iconographically as the world tree or axis mundi,
sometimes depicted as the great ceiba tree or as a human with the accoutrements symbolic of the
tree (Miller and Schele 1986, Schele and Freidel 1980: 66-77). This tree might stand alone or
grow from a mountain. According to a broad Mesoamerican mythology, humanity emerged from
the watery underworld through a cave located underneath a sacred mountain (Heyden 2000:170).
Rulers were often depicted on top of symbolic depictions of the sacred mountain, placing them at
the center of the universe where they, as personifications of the world tree, represented the point
from which life emerged. Representations of the sacred mountain are known as the witz monster
(Schele and Miller1990: 68) and are often seen beneath depictions of divine kings and queens
[see figure of Waka’ Stela 34, Fig. A.2b].
This socio-political system of divine rulership influenced much of the form, decoration,
structure, and composition of the material culture of the Maya civilization. Given this
understanding of iconographic representation, I argue that H.E. #918 and Lady K’abel played a
role in these structures as they existed at Waka’, and that the iconography and placement of the
Serpent vessel artifact directly relate to these ideas.

The Imagery on the Serpent Vessel
H.E. #918 from Burial 61 [Fig. A.1] displays a supernatural creature, initially identified
by David Freidel as a Warrior Butterfly motif originating from Teotihuacan (Freidel, personal
communication 2014). I will elaborate in this study on the possibility that this creature could
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represent either the Teotihuacan-inspired War Serpent or a more general Serpent Creature, such
as the Vision Serpent as described by Schele and Miller (1986: 187-189). I argue that the central
image is a zoomorph that combines elements of three animals, the jaguar, the butterfly, and the
snake, creatures believed to possess the supernatural ability to travel between worlds.
On the basin of the vessel, the painted creature’s head rises from an overturned bowl
containing a sacrifice, emphasizing its otherworldly traits as it emerges from the underworld into
the one occupied by the viewer. Given the presence of a painted Serpent rising from a bowl on a
tangible vessel of a similar shape, I propose that this designates the interred as the conjurer of the
Serpent. To make these arguments, the chapters that follow will present comparative
iconographic data to support my contention that this Serpent represents a creature summoned by
the queen from the underworld though the vessel. This evidence will, in turn, be used to more
clearly speak to the significance of this vessel’s imagery and its physical placement in Burial 61.

El Perú-Waka’ and Structure M13-1
H.E. #918 was excavated from the site of El Perú-Waka’ (hereafter referred to as Waka’),
located on the San Juan river, which stems from the San Pedro river in the northern Petén region
of Guatemala. The ancient city is located in the Laguna del Tigre national park, and represents
one of several national parks and biotopes that fall within the Maya Biosphere reserve. Ceramic
evidence indicates that occupation of the site spanned from the Late Pre-Classic (~400 B.C. –
250 A.D.) through the Terminal Classic (850-1000 A.D.) (Eppich et al. 2005; Navarro-Farr and
Rich 2014: 9). Because of its location along a strategic trading route on the river, during the Late
Classic the city of Waka’ became a critical point of interest for the two great superpowers in the
region: Tikal and Calakmul, the seat of Kan kingdom at the time. The conflicts between these
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two states greatly influenced the culture and social structures at Waka’ (Martin and Grube 2000).
Lady K’abel was likely the daughter or close relative of Yuknoom Chen the Great of Calakmul
and was married by him to the ruler of Waka’, Kinich Balahm II, to solidify an alliance between
the two states in the growing effort to consolidate control of the north-south trade route by
Calakmul (Freidel et. al. 2007, Freidel and Guenter 2003). The decline of dynastic power at
Waka’ occurred after the reigns of Lady K’abel and K’inich Balahm II, though use of the city
continued well into the Terminal Classic Period and ritual activity appears to have continued
even after this time period (Navarro-Farr and Arroyave Prera 2014: 35).
Evidence of this survives on the exterior of the building from which the burial of Lady
K’abel was excavated. Structure M13-1 is the large ceremonial complex located at the center of
the ancient city. This building, which faces west and sits at the head of a large plaza [Fig. 1.2],
possesses a long staircase and an adosada, or large attached platform (Navarro-Farr and
Arroyave Prera 2014: 35). Navarro-Farr and her team began excavations on its exterior in 2003,
recording data that would form the basis for Navarro-Farr’s dissertation (2009). Her work
revealed the use of the structure throughout the Terminal Classic period as a location that held
sacred significance among the people of Waka’ for its ritual activity and remembrance (NavarroFarr 2009; Navarro-Farr and Arroyave Prera 2014).
Following a six-year hiatus, Navarro-Farr, together with colleagues Griselda Perez
Robles and Damaris Menendez Bolaños, began excavations in 2012 into the structure itself in
order to determine its chronology and investigate the adosada feature. It was in 2012, towards
the end of an already fruitful season of investigations, that the team uncovered a small chamber
that held the remains of Lady K’abel. The tomb was an intrusive burial into a sub-structure of
M13-1 and was oriented along an east-west axis (Navarro-Farr et al. 2013: 3).
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Figure 1.2. Map of El Perú-Waka’.
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The body of the deceased was laid out with the left arm crossed over the chest. Whole ceramic
vessels, as well as jade, obsidian, pyrite, wood and lithic artifacts, surrounded the body, and
Navarro-Farr and her team recovered evidence of textile and other organic elements present in
the tomb (Navarro-Farr et. al 2013: 85-89). H.E. #918, the object of this study, was located at the
feet of the interred and contained soil and smaller artifacts including vessel fragments. Once the
excavation was complete, the artifacts of the burial were relocated to the project’s laboratory in
Guatemala City. There, Pérez Robles, acting as the primary conservator for Burial 61 contents,
began the painstaking work of consolidating this vast inventory. As with other vessels, H.E. #918
was excavated meticulously in order to map contents, retrieve sediment samples, and take
residue swabs from the vessel’s interior. Through these standard recording and consolidation
techniques the iconography on the interior of the Serpent vessel became visible.

Teotihuacan and Its Influence
Representations of Teotihuacan’s mythological War Serpent bear striking similarities to
the Serpent on the vessel from the mortuary context of Burial 61. This particular zoomorphic
creature appears on architectural, ceramic, and ceremonial objects found in Teotihuacan and the
Maya area, suggesting a strong connection between the two civilizations. Indeed, the nature of
the influence of Teotihuacan over the Maya remains a hotly debated topic. Teotihuacan
controlled much of what is now Central Mexico between about 750 B.C. and the first century
A.D. (Hirth 1978: 320). However, its influence over the Maya area declined greatly by the time
Lady K’abel was in power at Waka’ (Headrick 2003). Nonetheless, iconographic, textual,
architectural, and ceramic lines of evidence point to Teotihuacan’s broad effect on the region
(see Berlo 1988, Braswell 2004, Headrick 2003, Marcus 2003, and Stuart 2000).
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The nature of this influence divides scholars into two principal schools of thought. The
first “externalist perspective” argues that the Maya were influenced purposefully by Teotihuacan
and the invasion of its culture (through militaristic, economic, or simply cultural means)
(Braswell 2003: 11, see also Stuart 2000). The opposite standpoint, the “internalist perspective,”
argues that the Maya intentionally manipulated the iconography and other cultural influences of
Teotihuacan to suit the purposes of the elite during the Classic Period (Braswell 2003: 12).
Though both sides present valid arguments, within the context of this study the internalist view
presents the most logical approach to understanding Teotihuacano iconography present in the
elite context of Waka’s Burial 61. I suggest that the rulers of Waka’ used the symbols of
Teotihuacan in order to associate themselves with the city as a powerful predecessor and to forge
a symbolic alliance with that Early Classic center, thereby lending prestige to the ruler and his or
her city.

Ritual and Performance
Performance in the Maya context played an important role in the perpetuation of the
religious and political ideologies of the rulers of Waka’ and other polities (see Inomata and
Coben 2006). H.E. #918 participated in this	
  mortuary performance of Burial 61, as it conveyed
Lady K’abel’s role as a member of Waka’s royal dynasty, her position as a ruler, and her
responsibilities as a ritual specialist. Takeshi Inomata (2006: 806) defines performance as
“creative, realized, achieved acts which are interpretable, reportable, and repeatable within a
domain of cultural intelligibility. What distinguishes it is the qualities that are consciously
recognized by performers and an audience”—in other words, ritual is a performance. This
definition and the iconographic representation of the queen will expedite later examinations of
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how imagery was ritualized (Bell 1992) and supported ideologies surrounding Lady K’abel and
her role as a ruler and ritual specialist.
Inomata (2006) elaborates on the political aspect of performance, noting that large, public
ceremonies or small, private rituals can be political and performative. He asserts that the
performance of large scale ritual allowed the rulers of a city to demonstrate their power through
the organization, production, and enactment of said ritual, which would have been observed by a
large audience (Inomata 2006: 808). These public performances would have reinforced the social
and political systems over which leaders maintained control. Lady K’abel and the other rulers of
Waka’ would have enacted rituals in this fashion, demonstrating and perpetuating their divine
authority. In particular, the ceremonial complex in which Lady K’abel was interred held great
significance as a likely location for these sacred and public political rituals. The placement of the
queen’s burial chamber in this ceremonial center would have immortalized the role its occupant
played in both the rituals that took place there and the prosperity of the city that resulted from
those performances. Likewise, because tombs were often re-entered by the Maya (though Lady
K’abel’s was not), the mortuary chamber also presents a public performance of power and
identity, albeit on a smaller scale. These ideas, in conjunction with Lady K’abel’s role as a
powerful ruler, a Kaloompte’, yield significant implications of this rather extraordinary position.

Iconography and its functions
This research employs methods of close looking and the analysis of iconographic
representations similar to those used in traditional art historical analyses in order to make an
argument about the iconography present on this vessel. That being said, one cannot approach
Maya art with the same methodologies as would be used in the study of other ancient Western
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art, like Greek sculpture or Roman portraiture. To apply theoretical understandings developed for
Western cultures to Maya art would complicate the attempt to interpret the emic significance of
these objects. Therefore, my analysis will be based on the comparative data gathered through the
traditional methods of observation and comparison, utilizing the comparative proofs established
by scholars in the field.
In this study I define the art of the ancient Maya as both artistic objects and artifacts that
provide cultural information beyond purely aesthetic value. I draw upon other scholars’ works to
formulate my conjunctive theoretical approach, including Pre-Colombian art historians like
Esther Pasztory (1998, 2005), Linda Schele (Schele and Miller 1986), Mary Miller (1999), and
Dorie Reents-Budet (1994), archaeological theorists like Ian Hodder (1978) and Kent Flannery
and Joyce Marcus (1996), as well as anthropological and semiotic theorists like Alfred Gell
(1998) and Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson (1991). If we focus solely on the anthropological
theory of art, we may unintentionally deny a culture the status of our own by treating its objects
as data, rather than something that requires artistic skill and cultural knowledge to create.
Therefore, this investigation combines the contextual analysis of the archaeological discipline
with the aesthetic analysis of the art historical field to formulate a unified investigation that
examines the iconographic significance of this vessel within its broader cultural context.
In the next chapter, I consider how these theoretical perspectives, like Marcus and
Flannery’s (1996) cognitive archaeology and Gell’s (1988) agency theory of art, influence my
approach to this analysis. I follow with a summary of the methodologies employed to gather
relevant data like comparative looking and observation. A review of this collected data and its
analysis will form the basis of my fourth and fifth chapters, respectively. I will discuss my
conclusions in the last chapter. This is all in an attempt to argue that the placement of the Serpent
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Plate at the feet of Lady K’abel in her mortuary tableau underscores her role as a ritual specialist
who metaphorically summoned creatures from the underworld through this vessel.
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Chapter 2: Theory
This study unifies Art Historical and Archaeological approaches in the interpretation of
H.E. #918 [Fig. A.1]. I engage with other scholars of Pre-Columbian art in order to understand
the significance of the vessel’s central motif, and in an attempt to unite the theories of the two
disciplines, I use ideas stemming from semiotic theory (Bal and Bryson1991, Gell 1998, Peirce
1991). Regarding context-driven archaeological perspectives, I draw upon Flannery and Marcus’
(1996) “cognitive archaeology”, in tandem with Ian Hodder’s “contextual analysis” model
(Hodder 1987), to position the vessel, its decoration, and its placement within the cultural
context of the tomb of Lady K’abel. These approaches will necessarily intersect as I detail their
influence on my reading of this vessel. I employ the theories that emphasize what I regard as the
performative aspects of this plate and its decoration to argue that, even though this artifact had a
limited viewing context, its placement within the tomb communicated Lady K’abel’s role as a
ritual specialist. I maintain that the synthesis of these theoretical threads permits a more holistic
reading of this vessel that takes into account both its iconographic representations and its
physical placement in the mortuary tableau of Burial 61.

Examining Pre-Columbian Art
There do exist divides between art historians and archaeologists who work with PreColumbian cultures. Though their independence from one another is not necessarily a detriment
to either discipline, my investigation of the significance of this vessel requires an
interdisciplinary approach that acknowledges differences but ultimately unifies ideas that stem
from both archaeology and art history. In doing so, it is possible to understand artistic choices as
both aesthetically and culturally significant without separating one from the other, as often
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happens between these fields, in order to both acknowledge the artistic work that went into the
production of H.E. #918 and the cultural forces that drove its production.
Though not many art historians focus on Pre-Columbian, and specifically Maya, art,
those who do strongly inform the findings of this interpretation of the Serpent vessel, including
Esther Pasztory (2005), Mary Ellen Miller (1986, 1999), Linda Schele (1986) and Dorie ReentsBudet (1994). Pasztory indicates that her objective in studying Pre-Columbian art is not only to
find meaning within it, but also to place it within the larger art historical conversation (2005:
118). In her book, Thinking with Things (2005: 128), she argues that we can address the biases
that we hold in examining the art of a non-Western culture by using a “detachment,” obtained
through the comparison of art works form different cultures. I choose to use comparison in a
different way; I compare analogous images and cultures in order to draw conclusions from
patterns.
Pasztory (2005: 127) also examines Mary Miller and Linda Schele’s monumental work,
Blood of Kings (1986). This endeavor, she claims, represents not so much an art historical
approach to the art of the ancient Maya as an anthropological one, aimed at understanding ritual.
She argues that Miller and Schele default to an anthropological understanding of the art in this
exhibition, one that takes imagery as a literal depiction of action in the past. According to
Pasztory, Schele and Millier’s study makes Maya art accessible to the Western viewer while
allowing for the exoticism of the culture so that it remains intriguing (ibid). Despite faults within
Blood of Kings, the text’s interpretations of Maya art and its presentation of a large corpus of
works contribute to this study.
Dorie Reents-Budet presents another perspective of the study of Pre-Columbian art in her
book Painting the Maya Universe (1994), in which she elaborates primarily on the examination
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of ceramic decoration among the Late Classic Maya. She attempts, as she states, to define a new
category of art that takes into account the wealth of anthropological information found in Maya
ceramics and also “admit[s] them into the aesthetic arena as one of the world’s greatest painting
traditions” (Reents-Budet 1994: 31). She goes on to examine numerous examples of Maya art,
presenting both their formal qualities and their anthropological significance when possible. This
includes the role of painted and decorated ceramics in the Maya culture, which will be utilized
later in this study. I take a similar approach in the present study, though I attempt to determine
the significance of the imagery rather than place its formal characteristics within the broader
chronologies of Maya art. While this argument is difficult to navigate due to Maya art’s place
between the worlds of art history and anthropology, it is important to acknowledge the
interdisciplinary nature of this analysis in order to fully understand the meaning of the Serpent
vessel.

Signs, Indexes and Serpents
Semiotics also provides a good foundation for understanding the theoretical approach
taken in this study, as it can apply to anthropological understandings of symbols and signs (Bal
and Bryson 1991). According to Bal and Bryson (1991: 174), “the core of semiotic theory is the
definition of the factors involved in this permanent process of signmaking and interpreting and
the development of conceptual tools that help us to grasp that process as it goes on in various
arenas of cultural activity.”
Bal and Bryson (1991) present the three definitions that make up the basis of semiotics as
put forth by theorists Charles Sanders Peirce and Ferdinand de Sassure. The ideas explored by
Peirce apply best to the present study. According to Peirce, an icon is
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a sign which would possess the character which renders it significant, even though its
object had no existence…an index is a sign which would, at once, lose the character
which makes it a sign if its object were removed, but would not lose that character if
there were no interpretant…a symbol is a sign which would lose the character which
renders it a sign if there were no interpretant. [Peirce 1991: 189]
In this study, I argue the Serpent creature can be seen as an icon, the bowl as the index, and the
stylized, geometric shapes such as the painted bowl and its contents as symbols. I utilize these
definitions to approach the interpretation of the iconography on the vessel and its situational
context.
The authors of this article elaborate on the idea of “context,” so crucial to a more holistic
understanding of the significance of this vessel’s imagery. According to Bal and Bryson (1991:
191), a great deal of cultural knowledge is required to understand the iconography present on this
vessel and its locational significance within the burial. The “context” of an object or artwork,
they argue, is never-ending and constructed by scholars in order to better understand an object.
Thus, our perception of the culture from which the vessel originated also colors our
interpretation of the vessel. As Clifford Geertz (1976) proclaimed, the study art or an art form
necessitates an understanding of the culture and society that has created it. The creation of art,
according to Geertz, acts as a mutual experience and a record of this experience for those who
produce it. Keith Moxey (1991:999) then argues that our understanding of such artistic artifacts
and the symbols of past cultures is just one interpretation of many possible meanings inherent to
an object. For this reason, semiotics provides a helpful approach to understanding non-Western
artifacts and art objects, particularly since European and/or Western groups often define what art
is or is not and how we can understand such materials. In understanding artifacts as having
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several possible interpretations it is possible to approach the study of Maya art from an outside
perspective.
Similarly, semiotics recognizes that because many lines of influence come together to
create a piece of art, the artist cannot take credit for the creation of a work. Such an approach
takes us away from the concept of the artist as the “genius” of a work. Though modernist
theories, which distance the artist from the work, like those utilized by Bal and Bryson
(1991:182) may not apply directly to the objects of this study, they inform my reading. Because
we do not have an artist/craftsperson/creator for the Serpent vessel, we cannot use that
information to construct our understanding of the plate’s design and its meaning. We can,
however, use its cultural surroundings and histories to understand precedents and how they may
have informed the production of this piece.
For example, many elite Maya employed artisans and craftspeople to produce art,
including artifacts like the Serpent vessel. According to Reents-Budet (1994), these workshops
underscored the economic and social power of the elite classes and greatly influenced the nature
of the art objects. Claude Levi-Strauss (1962:19) elaborates on this idea in his conceptualization
of an artwork or artifact as a sign that the artist creates in an attempt to communicate, “either
with the model or with the materials or with the future user as the case may be.” In other words,
Levi-Strauss emphasizes the action of the artist as an agent that interacts with both their society
or the materials with which they work.
Though these theoretical approaches are somewhat outdated, the concepts of creation
within a system of signs and their subsequent communication play an integral role in
understanding the Serpent Vessel as an object with symbolic significance. If we understand the
design of the Serpent vessel as a sign, we can approach the imagery as a depiction containing a
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set of meanings specific and important to its audience: Lady K’abel and the group of people
present during ritual activities who would have determined its final placement. Though the
design of this vessel surely describes other aspects of Lady K’abel, the narrowness of this
examination requires a focused investigation of the Serpent vessel on its placement in the tomb
and its iconography. Though limited, this scope permits one specific iconographic interpretation
of this vessel in conjunction with its placement in this mortuary context.
In addition to the role of the author or artist, Bal and Bryson describe how an audience
participates in this interpretive process since the comprehension of signs is an integral part of the
semiotic system. Semiotics, as mentioned, allows for the presence of multiple interpretations of a
piece, interpretations influenced by varying accessibility to the cultural codes needed to
understand an image (like those available to audiences of the past versus those of the present).
Moxey’s (1991: 987) argument posits that these codes are built into the ideology, “a system of
ideas sponsored and supported by the dominant classes”—that is, codes that all members of a
society would know. The Serpent vessel would have required such a knowledge to comprehend
its meaning based in the ideology of Waka’. Though these codes were likely broadly understood,
the vessel’s location in the restricted tomb of Lady K’abel indicates that this artifact would have
been specifically seen and interpreted by a small group of individuals.
Semiotics thus provides a solid theoretical background for comprehending the Serpent
vessel and its significance by drawing upon those cognitive systems that allow for the
interpretation of signs, icons, indexes, and symbols. These systems, which otherwise reflect our
inherent biases, through semiotics allow us an attempt to reconstruct the potential interpretations
of an ancient audience. In the following sections, I will elaborate on theories that explain these
“cognitive” aspects of archaeology and how we might begin to see them in the material record.
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These approaches to understanding the Serpent vessel emphasize its role as a source of cultural
information and provide a basis for a thorough reading of the vessel and its imagery.

Iconography and Contextual Analysis
As archaeology shifted from a stricter processualist tradition (see Binford 1962) towards
a more qualitative approach, scholars began to acknowledge the importance of understanding the
more ephemeral aspects of ancient cultures, such as religious ideas and art objects, and their role
in determining what caused a society to function and change. This body of theory, intended to be
an extension of essentially processual-based archaeological science (also called processual plus),
was defined clearly by Kent Flannery and Joyce Marcus (1996) as “cognitive archaeology.” This
was their attempt to understand those aspects of ancient culture that may not leave physical
evidence in the material record. They define them as follows:

Cognitive archaeology is the study of all those aspects of ancient culture that are the
product of the human mind: the perception, description, and classification of the universe
(cosmology); the nature of the supernatural (religion); the principles, philosophies, ethics
and values by which human societies are governed (ideology); the ways in which aspects
of the world, the supernatural, or human values are conveyed in art (iconography); and all
other forms of human intellectual and symbolic behaviour that survive in the
archaeological record. [Flannery and Marcus 1996: 351].

In this article, the authors argue that cognitive archaeology need not become its own sub-field,
but maintain the necessity of an expansion upon more empirically – based theories in order to
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access aspects of culture not immediately evident in the archaeological record. They specifically
employ this theory in a study of subsistence-settlement archaeology. The authors assert that
cognitive archaeology has the potential to answer questions like why planting occurred at
specific times of year or why a home was erected in a particular manner according to the cardinal
directions.
Though my study attempts an interpretation of a single artifact rather than a society-wide
phenomena, comprehension of elite Maya intellectual activity and political states that influenced
them - like the earlier superpower of Teotihuacan - is necessary in order to appreciate the
meaning of the Serpent vessel and its ritual significance. To understand the implications of this
vessel, therefore, it is necessary to attempt to understand the images in relation to their broader
context within Maya and, in some instances, Pan-Mesoamerican cosmologies, ideologies, and
worldviews. Though Flannery and Marcus describe each of these separately, they also recognize
the inevitable overlap and inextricability of the four elements of cognitive archaeology that they
describe (see an earlier iteration of this study, Van Oss 2014). To apply these concepts to this
study, I draw upon Ian Hodder’s “contextual” archaeology.
According to Hodder, each physical object has three types of meaning, similar to those
aspects of semiotics as examined by Bal and Bryson (1991). First, Hodder states, an object has
meaning based on its utilitarian function, or how it is used. Second, the object has meaning as a
part of the established cultural code – as with semiotics – which conversely determines the
object’s meaning. The third meaning, according to Hodder (1987: 1), “is the historical content of
the changing ideas and associations of the object itself”; this, unlike the first two kinds of
meaning, “makes its use non-arbitrary” (Van Oss 2014). Like Pierce’s (1991:141-143)
definitions of the different kinds of signs, Hodder presents ideas for interpreting a larger category
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of artifacts that may or may not possess rendered depictions. For example, Hodder’s theories
would apply well in the context of my research if there were no Serpent painted on this vessel.
Like semiotics, Hodder’s theory places great emphasis on the context of an artifact. He
argues that all of an object’s meanings fall under the term “contextual.” Hodder asserts that
“contextual” encompasses the place of an object in the larger society from which it came, as a
product of human and environmental actions; Bal and Bryson contend the same of semiotics. In
addition, Hodder argues that “contextual” also translates to “with text,” the text representing the
temporal and physical location of an object within the archaeological record. He (Hodder 1987:
2) states, “all archaeological objects are, almost by definition, situated in place and time and in
relation to other objects. This network of relationships can be ‘read’, by careful and self-critical
analysis.” Hodder also stresses the importance of placing our own interpretations within the
context of our own biases, as the Pre-Columbian art historians and Bal and Bryson also contend.
He emphasizes the necessity to “ground theory more carefully in data” in order to gain the most
complete record, and therefore knowledge, as possible. This idea that we can “read” or draw
conclusions based on the information gained from archaeological excavations of in situ deposits
is particularly helpful for this study, as I will attempt to draw conclusions about the significance
of the vessel based on its location within the mortuary tableau of Burial 61.

Art as Agent: An Anthropological Interpretation
Alfred Gell, a more recent scholar of the anthropology of art and art objects, examines
the elements of context and communicative signs and how they function in a society. Unlike Bal
and Bryson, he takes a strictly anthropological approach to these examinations, reemphasizing
the inherent bias in studies of art produced outside of our own cultural foundations. He argues

23	
  

that in order to properly evaluate the art of any culture from an anthropological perspective, we
must deny the existence of “art” as we understand it, particularly the “fine art” that has
dominated our own visual culture and understanding of what art is. Gell does not deny that art
can be aesthetically pleasing, but he insists that in order to properly evaluate art at all we must
adopt a methodological philistinism— “an attitude of resolute indifference towards the aesthetic
value of works of art” (1992: 42). Though this perspective seems extreme, the ability to separate
our own ideas of art from our analysis of them as cultural objects is essential to understanding
them as results of their culture rather than objects valued just for their aesthetics. For Gell:

to admit this kind of [aesthetic] value is equivalent to admitting, so to speak, that religion
is true, and just as this admission makes the sociology of religion impossible, the
introduction of aesthetics (the theory of art) into the sociology or anthropology of art
immediately turns the enterprise into something else. [Gell 1992: 42]

I would agree with Gell on this point, but I would also like to ponder the idea that, as proposed
by the semiotic perspective above, rather than denying the “truth” of art or religion, we might
believe instead that many truths can exist, and that they vary based on audience and participant.
Gell’s (1998) ideas are otherwise exceedingly helpful in determining how an art object might
function within a society as a kind of agent – acting upon other individuals and the society in
general.
This is particularly valid when considering, as Gell does, that art and artistic tradition
within a culture represents a technology that, like all technology, progresses and advances in
conjunction with a society. Similarly, the efficacy and value of an object when seen in this
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manner presents itself “in the symbolic processes they provoke in the beholder.” In other words,
“the attitude of the spectator towards a work of art is fundamentally conditioned by his notion of
the technical processes which gave rise to it, and the fact that it was created by the agency of
another person, the artist” (1992: 51). This statement, while insightful, does not take into account
those cultures in which the agency of one individual was not seen as the producer of art; for
example, the ancient Greek believed that artists were a medium through which supernatural
creatures, like muses, created art, coming and going on whims out of the artist’s control.
Like Bal and Bryson, Gell draws on Peircean semiotics to re-define art objects as
indexes. Gell provides a specified definition that the ‘index’ is “the visible, physical, ‘thing’,”—
for my purposes here, H.E. #918—that “permits a particular cognitive operation which I identify
as the abduction of agency” (1998:13). Abduction, he goes on to say, is the act of inference that
enables humans to understand the depth and complexities of meaning in things like art. This
flexibility cannot be adequately captured in language; through the use of ‘abduction,’ however,
Gell expands semiotics to function more efficiently in an attempt to understand art objects as
indices, or objects that work to produce a certain reaction in their ‘patients,’ or those who are
acted upon.
This concept of “agent/patient” relationship supports Gell’s theory that art objects, as
indices, can operate as agents within a society. He states that “[t]he concept of agency I employ
here is exclusively relational: for any agent, there is a patient, and conversely, for any patient
there is an agent” (1998:22). This definition allows us to understand artifacts like the Serpent
Vessel as objects that would have drawn a certain reaction from those who observed it. Gell
defines the relationships among the various types of agents and patients that relate to an index as
the Art Nexus [Fig. 2.1].
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Figure 2.1: The Art Nexus. (Gell 1996)

Though there is not sufficient space in this study to delve into the intricacies of Gell’s
theory, some definitions are required to understand this approach. First, the artist represents the
maker or producer of an index (1998: 23). In the case of the Serpent vessel, we do not have a
definitive artist or craftsperson. An index, as already defined, is the object itself: the Serpent
vessel. The prototype represents “entities held, by abduction, to be represented in the index, often
by virtue of visual resemblance, but not necessarily” (1998: 27); for example, the Serpent
depicted on this vessel signifies a supernatural entity that does not have a truly representable
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form, and the bowl itself denotes the supernatural cave from which the Serpent emerges. Lastly,
recipients are “those in relation to whom, by abduction, indexes are considered to exert agency,
or who exert agency via the index” (ibid). The recipients of the Serpent vessel then, would have
been those who handled the vessel, the interred and/or her inner circle. The interactions of these
agents and patients and how they operate as one, the other, or both, are laid out in Figure 2.1. In
grounding the interpretation of H.E. #918 theory—that objects that can act as agents, influencing
and informing the actions of individuals around them—I infer that the vessel acted as an index
that held a specific meaning; this, in turn, was communicated through the use of the vessel, its
decoration, its owner, and its deliberate location at the feet of the deceased ruler.

Performing the Mortuary Tableau
In studying this vessel, its use as a performative object must also be acknowledged in
order to determine its potential significance as a communicative artifact in the performance of
Lady K’abel’s mortuary tableau. As stated earlier, Bal and Bryson and Gell emphasize the
communication of signs, but cannot, given the breadth of their theoretical approaches, explore
how exactly these symbols might be transferred from an agent or actor to their audience. Here, I
argue, is where some of the elements of performance are helpful. Inomata et. al (2006), working
in large scale spaces, like plazas:

define[s] performance as creative, realized, achieved acts which are interpretable,
reportable, and repeatable within a domain of cultural intelligibility. What distinguishes it
is the qualities that are consciously recognized by performers and an audience. I am
particularly concerned with its theatricality, that is, the quality of communicative acts that

27	
  

requires the presence of an audience acting as observers and evaluators (Beeman 1993,
383–84). [Inomata et. al 2006: 806]

Though the ideas presented by these authors do not apply directly to this situation because of the
difference in audience – Inomata et. al. assess large, theatrical spaces where public events might
have taken place, while I am examining the very restricted and private performance of the
mortuary tableau of Lady K’abel – this concept of the performance relates to ideas proposed by
the semiotic perspective of Bal and Bryson and the “art object as agent” theories of Gell.
Ideas of performance inform my use of the term “mortuary tableau,” as used by Dr.
Navarro-Farr and her colleagues, to communicate the final placement and organization of the
interment of a deceased person along with any accompanying artifacts and/or natural materials.
This tableau emerges from the actions of those individuals who presided over their interment
and, subsequently, the enactment of rituals that accompanied the entombment. In this case, the
“mortuary tableau” in question is the tomb associated with Lady K’abel and its exact
organization, location, and contents. According to Binford (1971), a great deal can be gleaned
from the examination of mortuary contexts in archaeology and, as Hodder also states, these in
situ deposits can provide a wealth of information about the culture which completed them. It is
the mortuary tableau of Burial 61 that has left collectable data in the material record, providing
opportunities to examine funerary rites that occurred before, during, and after the interment.
Likewise, the mortuary tableau reveals some of those aspects proposed of the ancient culture like
religion and cosmology, which Flannery and Marcus argued were worthy of examination. It
represents a kind of performance that had a limited audience, but nonetheless is reflective of the
identity and status of the deceased (see Binford 1971).
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Performance then, for this study, is the act of dissemination of the signs and ideologies
present in the Serpent vessel and the mortuary tableau from which it was excavated. Though its
audience was limited, we can assume that the signs, iconography and meanings of the vessel
played a significant role in the presentation of the identity of Lady K’abel even after her death.
From these theoretical conclusions, we can proceed to an interpretation of the Burial 61 vessel
and its Serpent.

Theoretical Conclusions
In this chapter, I have reviewed five principal theoretical understandings that will inform
my interpretation of the Serpent Vessel: the Pre-Columbian art historical approach, the semiotic
methodology in art history, Flannery and Marcus’s “cognitive archaeology” in conjunction with
Hodder’s contextual understanding of artifacts, Gell’s theory of art and agency, and Inomata et.
al.’s approach to understanding performance. By uniting these theories in both art history and
archaeology, I hope to advance a possible interpretation of the Serpent plate that replies to these
questions: What does it depict? What is the significance of this depiction, and how does it fit into
the larger religious and political structures of the ancient Maya? Why is it present in the tomb of
Lady K’abel? What does this indicate to modern viewers about the life of the queen?
In observing the vessel and its decoration as signs and indexes, as Gell, Bal, and Bryson might
do, we can begin to access those processes and ephemeral aspects of culture, which Flannery and
Marcus (1996) asserted were important to consider. Hodder’s theories about contextual analysis
in the material record further inform this by providing a link between the material record, those
actions that produced it, and the structures that motivated them. Some of these actions are those
performances that represent through signs and indexes, in conjunction with physical activity,
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ephemeral aspects of culture. These aspects of culture inform each other and can be both the
cause and the result of pre-existing phenomena – a sign can perpetuate an ideology and an
ideology can produce a sign, for example. From this multi-layered theoretical approach, I will
attempt in succeeding chapters to evaluate the iconography of the Serpent vessel and its
significance, as well as what its location at the feet of the interred indicates about the vessel’s
purpose and how it reflects the identification of the tomb’s occupant as the divine ruler and ritual
specialist, Lady K’abel.
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Chapter 3: Methods
In this study I utilize several methods to interpret the iconographic and contextual
significance of the Burial 61 Serpent vessel. Primarily, I employ comparative analysis and the
examination of scholarship on iconographies and vessels similar to this one. Additionally, my
research methods include providing an understanding of the ancient Maya culture to illuminate
different aspects of the civilization that inform my reading of this vessel: for example, the study
of the religious traditions and political structures of the culture influences our interpretation of
iconographic programs. I examine too, the archaeological processes that resulted in the
excavation of this artifact.
I compare the imagery of the vessel with other artifacts and objects displaying similar
motifs and depictions. Most of these images have been acquired through other publications and
Internet research. In particular, the image database provided by the Foundation for the
Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies (FAMSI) on their website (famsi.org) has been
particularly helpful. These include Justin Kerr’s photographs of ceramic vessels and Linda
Schele’s drawings of monuments, collections of which are available on this website. In the
examination of these images, I look for similar patterns in formal qualities and overall
symbolism between the Serpent vessel and other objects, such as other vessels or stelae. I then
evaluate the similar and contrasting elements of the two objects to inform my interpretation of
H.E. #918. These aspects of the objects include viewing context, overall iconographic program
and previous scholars’ interpretations of those programs as well as various parts of the
compositions and their archaeological contexts, if applicable. Additionally, I examine images as
a kind of text that communicates how the patrons of these pieces wished to portray themselves
and the ideologies they perpetuated.
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Because the Maya area has been so heavily looted over the past half-century, much of the
comparative analysis in this work consists of items now residing in museums, derived from
private collections. Consequently, many of these objects do not include primary
archaeological/scientific context. Though the loss of this data is detrimental to my interpretation,
I nevertheless argue that the comparison of these vessels will not only lead to a more grounded
interpretation of the Serpent vessel, but also provide insight on those that have lost their
archaeological information.
In conducting my research into the broader Maya culture, I draw upon relevant resources
available in the College of Wooster library, as well as information obtained from pertinent
courses at the college such the Mesoamerican Archaeology course, taught by Dr. Olivia NavarroFarr. Conversations with mentors and advisors including David Freidel, of Washington
University in St. Louis, and my advisors through the College of Wooster – Drs. Navarro-Farr and
Diana Presciutti, who now works for the University of Essex – have also led to new insights and
resources, contributing to my interpretation of this vessel and its iconography. I will also take
into account the specific archaeological context from which this vessel was excavated in 2012;
this information is what makes this artifact somewhat unique within the broader corpus I
examine here, which consists of several looted vessels. This information is therefore remarkable
and has the potential to act as a unique source of information on iconography and context. The
following chapters will present the data collected from these methods and its analysis. I will
follow with an interpretation of this vessel, its representations, and its location within the tomb.
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Chapter 4: Data
In this chapter I review images that inform my reading of the Serpent vessel from Burial
61, which can be located in the Appendix. For brevity’s sake, I do not examine every aspect of
these images, though I acknowledge the complexity of each piece. I therefore limit my
discussion of what constitutes my data set to those elements that directly contribute to my
interpretation of the Serpent vessel, discussed in the following chapter. These images derive
from various kinds of artifacts, although many are unprovenienced as a result of looting. While I
recognize the problems inherent in the study of looted artifacts, I argue that we can employ such
pieces to derive some understanding of excavated vessels like the Serpent vessel that feature
prominent iconographies. In the following I review previous interpretations of these images, and
only describe those elements most useful to this explanation of the vessel and its iconography. Of
note is a group of images that make up what I call the “life-symbol” assemblage, as it appears in
several of these examinations. This group of symbols consists of a quadripartite monster, a bowl,
a shell, a sprouting cross-banded cartouche, and a stingray spine or a world tree.

Figure A.1: The Serpent on H.E. #918 possesses the features of three animals that
possessed properties associated with transformation and the ability to travel among the three
worlds: the jaguar, the snake, and the butterfly. Elements of the jaguar can be seen on the head of
the creature on the Serpent vessel: the round head and eye rest on top of a squared muzzle that
lacks a mandible; reddened teeth and gums descend sharply from under this snout. In
conjunction with those of the jaguar, the creature on the Serpent vessel displays the traits of the
snake: the nostril that curls above the square muzzle and the feathered fans that crown the nose
and head exemplify these elements of the zoomorph. These characteristics, as identified by
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Miller and Schele (1986), though not obviously serpentine, appear on other depictions of snakes
and supernatural serpents [see figures A.6, A.7, and A.8]. The feathered fans of the Serpent on
the Plate in figure A.1 have also been associated with the butterfly and the Butterfly Warrior of
Teotihuacan (Headrick 2003). Additionally, the dark line curling from the mouth of the creature
echoes representations of a butterfly proboscis (Taube 2000).
Other important symbols present on the Serpent vessel that warrant illumination include
the ‘m’ shape that sits below the head of the zoomorph on the vessel. David Freidel (personal
communication, 2014) has suggested this may be an overturned bowl with a sacrificial organ
hanging from the drawn vessel. Freidel (at Tulane 2015) has also posited that a clyster, bulb-like
form, descends from the proboscis of the creature. The two conjoined circles above this form
could represent a liquid, perhaps blood, which drips from the proboscis.
Figure A.2: The Cleveland Stela, or Waka’ Stela 34, exemplifies an artifact that has lost
its context to looting; as a result, scholars have puzzled over its origins for many years. Ian
Graham ultimately established the stela’s provenience in 1983 while working at El Perú-Waka’,
designating it the number 34; he further proposed that it stood with Stela 33, which now resides
in the Kimball Art Museum, and a third very eroded monument, Stela 35 (Wanyerka 1996: 74).
In this portrait, Lady K’abel is named in the emblem glyph on her headdress. In the text
surrounding her, she is named a K’aloompte, interpreted as “overlord” and representative of one
of the most exalted titles in the eastern lowlands (Carter 2015: 10). According to Wanyerka
(1996) her costume embodies the characteristics of the Maize god. The queen holds in her right
hand a scepter in the form of a square-nosed creature and in her left a shield. Over her pelvis,
Lady K’abel wears a xoc shell, and on her headdress, she wears a sacred bowl on a quadripartite
monster. A dwarf attends the ruler while holding a writing tablet. When this stela was extracted
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from Waka’, the lower portion was left in situ. On this bottom quarter, a quadripartite or witz
monster is depicted, which would have once sat under the feet of the queen (Acuña 2014: 58).
Figure A.2a: The headdress of Lady K’abel on Waka’ Stela 34 is composed of several
elements. Those most relevant to this study comprise what I call the “life symbol” assemblage.
The base of the headdress sits above the face of the K’aloompte, and has been identified as a
quadripartite monster (Wanyerka 1996:76), or what could also represent a witz monster in
profile. Above the eye of the monster rests a sacred bowl from which three symbols of life
emerge. The leftmost indicates a spondylus shell, the rightmost a cross-banded cartouche with a
maize plant sprouting from its side. Between these reaches a square-nosed creature with a fan
surrounding its nose indicative of the animal that tops the world tree. A snake curls around the
ear of the quadripartite monster. From the top of the life-symbol grouping extends a jaguar tail
and a fan of feathers.
Figure A.2b: This image (Wanyerka 1996: 83) provides a reconstruction of the various
pieces of Waka’ Stela 34, including those left on site in the Petén after the principal image was
looted (Acuña 2014: 58). This drawing displays the witz monster located beneath the feet of
Lady K’abel.
Figure A.3: This image of Burial 61 depicts the assemblage after a layer of collapse
debris had been removed (Navarro-Farr et. al 2013). Artifacts surround the biological remains of
the deceased. Evidence of other organic materials is present throughout the chamber. H.E. #918
rests at the feet of the interred, at the east end of the bench on which the assemblage rests. H.E.
#918 is indicated by an arrow.
Figure A.4: The Dallas Altar Panel, after some time, was attributed to the site of La
Corona, whose ancient name is Sak Nikte’, in the Petén (Freidel and Guenter 2003). The large,
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cushion shaped tablet depicts two elite women meeting one another on their respective battle
palanquins, poised tensely at a meeting between the representatives from Sak Nikte’ and
Calakmul. According to Martin (2008) the women depicted and written about on this tablet are
members of the same royal dynasty, the Kaanal, or Snake dynasty, which held power in both of
these ancient cities. On the right palanquin, behind the human figure, looms a large iteration of
the jaguar-bodied god of war (ibid). Additionally, beneath the human torso, the creature stands
on feline hind legs and feet, while its tail stretches behind it. The curled nostril and feathered
fans also appear on the Burial 61 plate and indicate snake-like elements within the supernatural
creature.
Figure A.5: This incensario fragment, now located in the American Museum of Natural
History, exhibits a muzzle and eyes indicative of the jaguar. Combined with these aspects are
those of the butterfly, seen in the feathers surrounding the eyes and mouth and extending
upwards from the head. The two halves of the face are divided by a curled decoration above the
nose, echoing the proboscis of a butterfly. This artifact has been identified as Zapotec and is
likely contemporaneous with the Early Classic. This effigy fragment displays evidence of the
influences of the Teotihuacan War Serpent and reflects some of the ways the southern states
adopted the imagery of that important center.
Figure A.6: This drawing by Linda Schele displays the Teotihuacan War Serpent that
decorates, along with the feathered serpent, the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. Feathers surround its
head and two eyes peer from above a jawless muzzle. The scaled appearance reflects a snake-like
skin, while the circles above the eyes could represent the rain god Tlaloc’s goggles, or two
butterfly eyes. According to Taube (1992), the bundled element on top of the zoomorph’s head
could represent a sacred bundle or caterpillar, furthering associations with butterfly symbolism.
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Figure A.7: This codex vessel, (K2067), shows a woman surrounded by a Vision Serpent.
From the Serpent’s mouth emerges an old god or ancestor who offers a small vessel to the
woman who turns towards the being. Like the other Vision Serpents in this study, the creature
possesses a curled nostril, fangs, squared jaw, and a rounded eye.
Figure A.8: Several lintels from Yaxchilan, now housed in the British Museum, present
several iconographies that inform my interpretation of the Serpent vessel. In particular, Lintel 25
displays the royal Lady Xoc conducting a ritual in which a large supernatural Vision Serpent
appears and brings forth from its mouth a human figure bearing a spear and shield (Schele and
Miller 1986: 187-189, Tate 1992: 88). The Vision Serpent bears characteristics similar to those
found in the Serpent on the Burial 61 vessel. The squared jaw, feathered fans atop curled nostrils
and long fangs all resemble those features from the vessel. This creature’s body (unlike the nonexistent one from the Serpent vessel or the jaguar-like one from the Dallas Altar) resembles an
actual snake as it curls from the bowl beneath it. This bowl and the one in the hands of Lady Xoc
represent important elements of this scene, which I will return to in the following chapter. Both
of the bowls on the lintel contain textiles or paper, possibly soaked in the queen’s own blood,
which were likely burned.
Figure A.9: Like Lintel 25, Lintel 24 from Yaxchilan presents Lady Xoc in the midst of a
ritual. However, instead of a Vision Serpent, a male figure stands in front of the kneeling
woman. Lady Xoc draws a rope through her tongue to sacrifice her own blood for the rite. The
male figure, according to McAnany and Plank (2001: 103) is understood to be Itsamnah Balam
(Shield Jaguar). At the center of this image is a vessel that, like the two in Lintel 25, receives a
sacrifice (Tate 1992: 88).
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Figure A.10: Yaxchilan Lintel 14 depicts a human figure emerging from the mouth of a
Vision Serpent, which has in turn emerged from a bowl held in the hands of the female ruler on
the left (Tate 1992: 88). In the headdress of the queen, we see the aforementioned life symbol
assemblage (that is, the quadripartite monster, the bowl, the shell, the sprouting cartouche, and
the head of the world tree), as in Waka’ Stela 34. In this iteration, however, a wavy form has
replaced the world tree and stingray spine, while the geometric shell and cross-banded cartouche
remain. The Serpent possesses a curled nostril, feathered fans, and a square snout.
Figure A.11: This mirror back from the Cleveland Museum of Art represents one of the
unprovenienced items in this study. Its description in the museum and in its online catalogue
entry attributes this artifact to Teotihuacan (Cleveland Museum of Art 2015), likely due to its
motif depicting the Butterfly Warrior imagery. Within this image, we see above the human face
the characteristics of the butterfly in the feathered headdress that fans out in the shape of wings,
eyes, and proboscis. The eyes of the butterfly-warrior motif do not represent those organs with
which a butterfly sees, rather the large spots that decorate the wings of some butterflies in the
region.
Figure A.12: The creatures that surround this codex vessel (K8777) appear repeatedly
and possess similar attributes to those seen on the butterfly-warrior headdress seen in Figure 13.
Two large eyes sit beneath feathered wings and are separated by a curled proboscis on the
centerline of the figure. These creatures resemble the elements beneath the Serpent head on the
Burial 61 vessel, differing only in the number of central, drop-like components; this vessel has
three, where the Serpent vessel has only one. This vessel has also been attributed to Waka’ as its
epigraphic evidence gives the name of a ruler from this city (Freidel, personal communication
2015, see also this artifacts catalog on famsi.org). cite).
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Figure A.13: This stela from the site of Piedras Negras depicts a ruler who wears a
headdress that possesses a square jaw and round eyes. This headdress extends over the torso of
the ruler, with the forked tongue of a serpent curling down from the open mouth of the costume.
Beneath the tongue, an element that resembles the lower portion of the imagery on the Serpent
vessel appears. An shape resembling an ‘m’ with a circular drop in it center rests over the pelvis
of the ruler, perhaps signifying a sacrifice [Fig. A.13a].
Figure A.14: This vessel, photographed by Kerr (K1550) depicts an enema ritual
conducted by two figures, who may represent a ruler and a ritual specialist. The administration of
the drugs or alcohol occurs via an apparatus made of a spherical bowl with a thin spout.
Figure A.15: The Palenque Tablet of the Cross, reflects the ascension of K’inich B’alam
II (Schele and Freidel 1990: 234-261). Between the two human figures rises a representation of
the world tree, indicating the setting of the portrait at the center of the world. The tree possesses
two iterations of the creature with a squared nose and open mouth. Similarly, these emerge,
albeit on a taller tree, from a similar life symbol assemblage composed of a quadripartite monster
at its base, a sacred bowl resting on its head, and a spondylus shell, stingray spine, sprouting
cross-banded cartouche and a world tree.
Figure A.16: Stela 24, located at the site of Naranjo, portrays the ruler known as Lady
Six Sky, or Lady Wac Chinil Ajau (Schele and Freidel 1990: 190), standing over a captive. She
holds in her arms a bowl with a bundle inside of it [Fig. A.15a]. Though the iconography does
not reflect the “life symbol” assemblage as seen in the earlier figures, the bowl and shell symbols
that flank the central bundle are consistent with those seen in other figures. The bundle in Maya
religious practice often held the remains of deceased ancestors and family members (Schele and
Freidel 1990: 482).
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Figure A.17: This cache vessel lid displays a symbol of a bowl incised in the center of the
lid, within which rests an image of a decapitated head. Above this head a stingray spine reaches
the edge of the composition. To the right of this spine could be a geometric depiction of the
foliage of a maize plant or world tree, or a shell. Left of the spine curls a thick line from which
hang two conjoined circles that could represent drops of liquid.
Figure A.18: This ballcourt marker, now located in the Museo de Municipo de Copan
Ruinas, depicts two ball players poised over a ball. Their game sits over two more examples of
the “life symbol” assemblage. Two sacred bowls sit in the usual location of a witz, containing
shells and sprouting cross-banded cartouches. In place of either a stingray spine or a world tree,
however, are these players and the ball. The shape framing the composition also reflects the
quatrefoil pattern indicative of caves and the entrances to the underworld (Schele and Miller
1986).
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Chapter 5: Analysis
In the following pages, I outline the iconographic readings that support my interpretation
of H.E. #918 from Waka’s Burial 61 [Fig. A.1] as an object emblematic of a portal or cave
through which Lady K’abel summoned supernatural creatures, like the Serpent depicted, from
the underworld during ritual activities. I interpret the iconographic elements depicted on the
plate, breaking it into various elements as presented in other iconographic studies. I go on to
propose that this vessel was positioned at the feet of the queen as that location represented that of
the sacred mountain, or the place from which all life, mortal and supernatural, emerged through
the cave/bowl.
H.E. #918 depicts on its basin a zoomorphic creature that I call a Serpent, as the creature
on this plate exemplifies a supernatural being that bears traits similar to both the War Serpent of
Teotihuacan and the Maya and the Vision Serpent as identified by Schele and Miller (1986: 187189). I evaluate the characteristics of this creature as they represent a combination of three
animals: the jaguar, the serpent, and the butterfly. Following this I will examine the associations
other attributes of the decoration of H.E. #918 have with sacrifice and ritual. I continue with an
examination of royal portraiture, hypothesizing about the role of this vessel as a portal,
representative of the sacred cave of Maya cosmology. I conclude with an interpretation of its
contextual location within the burial itself as indicative of the cosmological organization of the
tomb and its function as a cave or portal within the metaphorical mountain in the mortuary
tableau.
My interpretation of H.E. #918 stems largely from comparative examples and previous
scholarship. I also employ iconographic representations of bowls in conjunction with royal
portraiture, such as the depictions of Lady K’abel on Stela 34 and the lintels of Yaxchilan. It
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should also be noted that all interpretations presented in this chapter are just that: interpretations,
malleable as new evidence arises from the massive data set that was also collected from this
context. However, I hope to begin with this study a conversation surrounding the iconographic
representations of H.E. #918 and their role within the larger mortuary tableau of Burial 61.

Transformation and Transcendence
Through an examination of the central features of the creature on H.E. #918, we can
attempt to understand how its presence contributed to the iconographic program of Burial 61,
which in turn may lead to some conclusions about the interred and the beliefs of those who
buried her. The Serpent on this vessel possesses the features of three animals that held properties
associated with transformation and the ability to travel among the three worlds: the jaguar, the
snake, and the butterfly. In the analysis of each animal, we can begin to understand what each
lends to the creature and why it might have been incorporated into the zoomorph. Applying
Peirce’s (1991) theory of semiotics here, these elements would have acted as symbols, which
combine to form the icon that, though it does not exist in a physical reality, retains its
significance. In turn, we can conjecture about the purpose that this Serpent could have had on the
basin of the vessel and within the broader cosmological ideas reflected in the tomb’s
configuration, as presented in the theories of Hodder (1987) and Flannery and Marcus (1996).
Elements of the jaguar can be seen on the head of the creature on H.E. #918, lending to it
the supernatural abilities of the jungle predator to travel among the realms of the Maya universe.
These geometric and stylized representations appear in other examples of more overtly feline
creatures. For example, comparable elements of a jaguar creature are present on the Dallas Altar
from La Corona [Fig. A.4]. The large being that looms over the queen’s battle palanquin displays
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a similar eye, ear and squared jaw as those on the creature on the interred vessel [Fig. A.4a].
Contrary to the creature on the Serpent vessel, this being has a lower jaw and a body beneath its
head. The jaguar elements of this animal extend from its human torso in the form of a long,
feline tail and feet.
Freidel and Guenter (2013) argue that this creature represents a variation on the “sun
jaguar war gods worshiped by the Maya throughout their history.” Various other iterations of
jaguar gods and creatures are present in the Maya cosmology. Jaguar traits manifested in
depictions of the gods of the underworld, in the Water-lily jaguar god, the Baby jaguar god, and
the sun god (Schele and Miller 1986: 51). Of these, several held associations with the passage
between worlds. In one example, the Sun god was believed to travel through the underworld
each night and be reborn again each morning (Miller and Taube 1996:104), reiterating the power
of jaguars to travel among worlds. According to Miller and Taube (1996:102), the ability to
travel among worlds was also reflected in the habits of this earthly animal. The large cats were
known to hunt the forest floors at night and sleep in tree branches during the day; in doing so,
they accessed both the terrestrial and celestial realms. Following this idea and those reflecting
the supernatural significance of the jaguar, I deduce that the spotted jaguar skins that crown the
head of the creature on H.E. #918 and the feline facial features of the Serpent imply this
zoomorph would have also been understood to possess the ability to travel among the realms.
In addition to the jaguar, the zoomorph on H.E. #918 displays attributes indicative of the
snake, which likewise impart to it associations of transformation and supernatural abilities to
travel from the terrestrial to the other worlds. A reptilian nostril curls above the square jaguar
muzzle and the feathered fans that crown the nose. These characteristics, though not obviously
serpentine, appear on other depictions of snakes and supernatural serpents, such as the Dallas
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Altar panel, the depictions of the Vision Serpents in Yaxchilan’s Lintel 25 [Fig. A.8], and the
codex vessel photographed by Justin Kerr (K2067) [Fig. A.7]. Like the attributes of the jaguar,
the serpentine characteristics of the creature from H.E. #918 lend to it the abilities inherent to the
real animals of transformation and transcendence.
Several of the natural capabilities of the snake could have prompted its incorporation into
the Serpent on this vessel. For example, the snake also transforms itself as it sheds its old skin,
which according to Taube and Miller (1993: 149-150) also gave it a supernatural ability. In
particular, however, the ability of a snake to swallow prey whole figures prominently in the
iconographic programs of the Classic Maya, and could perhaps have influenced the frequent
depictions of serpents with human figures emerging from their mouths, as seen in Lintel 25 from
Yaxchilan [Fig. A.8]. Serpents then, were often understood as messengers or mediums through
which humans could communicate with ancestors or gods occupying other realms (Schele and
Freidel 1990: 69).
This is significant in the examination of the vessel from Burial 61. Due to the similar
features shared by the Vision Serpent and the creature on H.E. #918, I posit that they represent
various forms of a similar creature type. These creatures would have played similar roles in the
rituals conducted by the rulers that summoned them from the underworld. Though no human or
god-like figures appear on the vessel from Burial 61, the bodiless head of this zoomorph would
imply a kind of traveler or communicator with the underworld and the supernatural creatures,
gods, or ancestors who live there, as exemplified by the Vision Serpent in the Yaxchilan lintel.
The butterfly represents the third animal whose characteristics appear in the Serpent on
H.E. #918. Like the snake, the winged insect has the ability to transform itself, traveling between
the terrestrial and celestial worlds, as it mutates from caterpillar into mature insect (Taube 2000:
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285). This imagery associated with the transformative power of the butterfly informs my
interpretation of some of the other features seen in the Serpent from H.E. #918. Features of the
butterfly are incorporated into the Serpent in the feathered eyelid, curling proboscis, and
feathered fans that serve to imply both the serpentine and butterfly aspects of the zoomorph.
Though these features are the least prominent in the Serpent on H.E. #918, comparable examples
appear in various other depictions – many of which have associations with Teotihuacan.
Some similar attributes of the butterfly appear on a mirror back that is attributed to
Teotihuacan [Fig. A. 11] but also displays some congruous motifs with Maya iconography. The
human subject shown on the ceramic back of a mirror wears a headdress with elements
associated with the Butterfly Warrior Cult of Teotihuacan [Fig. A.11] (see Headrick 2003). Most
apparent are the feathers that extend from the headdress in two symmetrical forms that resemble
the wings of a bird or a butterfly. Between these curved forms, two circles rest above the face of
the human figure, resembling eyes. Above these eyes, a curled extension divides the headdress
into halves. This feathery curl could represent the proboscis, the long curling tongue, of a
butterfly.
These attributes – the feathered eye, proboscis, and feathered fans – on the Serpent from
H.E. #918 also emphasize the ability of the creature to transform itself, as a caterpillar transforms
into a butterfly. I suggest that this transformative behavior also includes its capacity to travel
between the worlds, as the earth bound caterpillar transforms itself to travel from the terrestrial to
the celestial realms. Through the incorporation of their individual characteristics, the jaguar,
butterfly, and serpent impart to the Serpent on H.E. #918 the ability to transform itself and to
travel among the different spheres of existence of the Maya universe. Based on this analysis, I
argue this creature was one which would have traveled among the worlds, and likely played a
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role in communicating between the inhabitants of those realms (see Taube 2000). The next
section will build on this interpretation in order to examine the associations of this creature with
the cult of war at Teotihuacan and the potential implications this holds in the incorporation of the
Serpent into the mortuary tableau of Burial 61. If this is true, the incorporation of imagery from
Teotihuacan bolsters the political power of the tomb’s occupant and the city of Waka’.

Impressions of Teotihuacan
Though the butterfly characteristics on H.E. #918 appear less evident, they convey an
association with the butterfly cult of war from Teotihuacan as elucidated by several scholars
including Taube (2000), Berlo (1988), and Headrick (2003). Imagery surrounding butterflies, as
presented by these authors, highlighted the Teotihuacan ideology that emphasized self-sacrifice
to the state, particularly in warfare, and maintained its crucial role in preserving the balance of
the cosmos. The presence of this imagery on various artifacts, both with and without their
provenience, warrants some explanation of the beliefs surrounding the cult and how they might
operate within a more strictly classic Maya worldview in general, and in the mortuary tableau of
Burial 61 in particular. Here I propose that elements reflective of icons and symbols, as defined
by Peirce (1991), with origins at Teotihuacan appear in the Serpent on H.E. #918 in an
intentional manipulation of that imagery with both religious and political associations.
The feathered fans of the Serpent from Burial 61 have been associated with both the
butterfly and the Butterfly Warrior of Teotihuacan (Headrick 2003, Taube 2000). Other
indicative elements include a curling proboscis that extends between two round, feathered eyes,
and large nose plates that cover the mouth of human figures dressed in the Butterfly warrior
motifs. On H.E. #918, those features are associated with the zoomorph, rather than with a human
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figure as seen in Fig. A.11. According to Taube (1992), these features also appear in the image
of the War Serpent as depicted on the Temple of Quetzalcoatl at Teotihuacan [Fig. A.5]. These
include the feathered fans and round eyes. Additionally, he asserts, this serpent also possesses a
square, fanged muzzle that lacks a lower jaw – as seen in other depictions of jaguars, examined
here – and scales that reflect a serpentine influence as well. Like the zoomorph on H.E. #918, the
attributes of these animals combine to form a mythical and powerful creature that in the context
of Teotihuacan reflected an association with political warfare.
To examine this association, Taube (2000) presents an analysis of the butterfly motif
based in Aztec mythology, echoing that also posed by Headrick (2003). Taube argues that the
warriors of the Aztec, and likely those of the Teotihuacan state, believed that, like a caterpillar to
a butterfly, they would be transformed after their deaths to new creatures (butterflies and birds
specifically) in order to live in a paradise as a reward for their service to, and sacrifice for, the
state. Furthermore, the human figure on this mirror back wears a nose-plate that echoes both the
talud-tablero architecture typical of Teotihuacan, and the overall shape of a butterfly, according
to Headrick (2003). This adornment, she argues, became an ideological symbol of Teotihuacan
and its butterfly cult of war.
Though the precise nature of the interaction between Teotihuacan and the Maya remains
debatable, the interaction itself is unmistakable. In this study, I subscribe to the internalist
perspective, as described by Braswell (2003:12) and elaborated upon in Chapter 1. The motifs on
H.E. #918 resemble those seen at Teotihuacan, but they are not copied directly, indicating an
active engagement with the iconographies of the northern state rather than an imposed
replication of its imagery. In the case of the Serpent vessel, I posit that the imagery works to
associate the owner of the Serpent vessel with the powerful and affluent state of Teotihuacan.
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Additionally, because of the great amount of influence that Teotihuacan had over the Maya
region, I propose that the people of the southern cultures absorbed the iconography and ideas
surrounding the War Serpent to suit their own purposes, in both religious and political structures.
This then is reflected after many mutations and adaptations in the imagery present on H.E. #918.
The incorporation of these elements indicative of Teotihuacan (even if not explicitly)
presents us with a perspective on the role of this vessel in the political significance of Burial 61.
It would overreach the bounds of this investigation to say that this vessel unequivocally
associated the interred with the northern state; that being said, the manipulation of the
iconography permits an interpretation that the Serpent present on H.E. #918 suggests the
interaction between the regions had lasting effects on the religious, political, and artistic
structures at Waka’. Thereby, this vessel and its decoration would have acted upon its audience,
communicating culturally specific ideas surrounding Teotihuacan (Gell; 1998) though it may be
unclear to present day viewers whether they were politically crucial to the maintenance of an
ideology or simply an inherited method of decoration. The association of this imagery with
Teotihuacan reflects some similar ideas surrounding the emergence of supernatural creatures
from sacrificial offerings, as the spirits of warriors resulted from their sacrifice to the state. These
connotations will be explored in the next section with the examination of some of the remaining
symbols on H.E. #918.

The Serpent’s Emergence from Sacrifice
Some of the remaining symbols of H.E. #918 and their relationship to the zoomorph
associate this icon with sacrificial imagery. In particular, I evaluate the overturned bowl beneath
the Serpent and two potential interpretations of other symbols present in the composition. These
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elements lead to my interpretation of this vessel as both a symbol and an index (Peirce 1991:
189) that would have been utilized by the interred during sacrificial rites resulting in the
appearance of the Serpent depicted on its basin. As such, I argue the placement of this vessel in
the mortuary assemblage would have communicated the role of the interred as a ritual specialist
and religious leader who would have conducted these rites.
The first symbol that communicates a kind of sacrifice is the ‘m’ shape that sits below the
head of the zoomorph on the vessel. Because this form does not refer, so far as we know, to any
physical object, this figure would represent a symbol as Peirce (1991: 189) defines it. I suggest
that this form represents a geometric, overturned bowl with a sacrificial organ hanging from the
drawn vessel.1 A similar form can be seen on Stela 7 from Piedras Negras [Fig. A.13] beneath
the extended tongue of the creature that makes up the headdress of the ruler. This form resembles
that which appears under the creature on the Serpent vessel. Though this shape does not seem to
be attached directly to the headdress, it does rest at the waist of the ruler under what is possibly a
xoc shell. Because it is not uncommon for rulers of the time to be depicted with symbolic
representations of sacrifices in royal portraiture [see male ruler’s headdress in Fig. A.9 and Fig.
A.16], this placement of the geometric representation on the belt of the ruler in Stela 7 would
support its interpretation as a sacrificial symbol (Houston and Inomata 2009: 96-97).
Further, on another codex-style vessel photographed by Kerr (K2067) [Fig. A.11], a
similar geometric form appears. Like the Serpent vessel, this painted motif displays a creature
that seems to rise from an overturned bowl. This creature possesses similar features to those
characteristic of butterflies as described above, including symmetrical feathered extensions,
round eyes or eye-spots, and a curled proboscis. This organism emerges from an analogous,
overturned bowl, but instead of just one sacrificial offering, three dangle from the bowl. Due to
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Thank you to David Freidel for pointing this out to me (personal communication 2015).
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the similar compositional structure, I posit here that as this creature emerges from the sacrifice
depicted beneath it, so does the Serpent from H.E. #918.
Similar ideas of Serpents emerging from bowls containing sacrifices appear in the lintels
of Yaxchilan [Fig. A.8, A.10]. In Lintel 25 [Fig. A.8] in particular, Lady Xoc is shown with two
vessels with stingray spines, paper, and spondylus shells, all are symbols of auto-sacrifice for the
elite Maya (Tate 1992: 44). From the bowl placed at her feet, a large Vision Serpent billows
upwards, revealing an ancestor in its mouth. Likewise, in lintel 14, a Serpent curls from the
bowl, which similarly contains paper or cloth, in the hand of the female figure and presents the
portrayed rulers with a son (see entry for this artifact at famsi.org, and Freidel, Schele and Parker
1992: 190). In observing this, I argue that the serpent on H.E. #918 emerges literally from a
sacrificial substance, like the creatures on the lintels of Yaxchilan and the Kerr vessel (K8777)
implying that this creature appears as a result of sacrifice conducted by the ruler during ritual
activities. In my reading of these arrangements, I therefore argue this vessel would have
emphasized this role of the interred in the mortuary tableau of Burial 61. Given this, Lady
K’abel’s role as a ritual specialist and dive ruler at Waka’ is reinforced in her tomb.

A Few Speculative Interpretations
Several smaller elements pose hindrances to the comprehensive interpretation of this
vessel’s iconographic representation. This section will acknowledge those symbols and propose
some possible interpretations for each of the three. Though these features are not as well
represented in the corpus thus far, their preliminary interpretations also support the idea that the
Serpent that emerges from H.E. #918 results from a ritual involving sacrifice conducted by the
interred.
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Descending from the proboscis of the Serpent, two conjoined circles seem to cling to the
curled tongue.2 A similar symbol appears to extend from an assemblage of sacrificial symbols on
the cache vessel lid in Figure A.17. This incised design displays a decapitated head resting in a
bowl. A stingray spine extends above the face, extending from what seems to be a shell. In this
context, the decapitated head likely represents the maize god, as three curled leaves sprout from
the top of the head (Schele and Miller 1986: 207). In their analysis, Schele and Miller postulate
that this symbol is one of three bloodletting instruments present in this decoration. I interpret this
symbol as a tongue or proboscis due to its curvilinear form, which does not resemble the sharp
edges of a flint or obsidian knife. However, I conjecture that the two circles represent a liquid
that drips from the proboscis, possibly blood. This interpretation also supports the idea that H.E.
#918 represented a bowl or plate used during sacrificial rites that involved bloodletting and the
appearance of the depicted Serpent.
From the proboscis of the Burial 61 Serpent, extends a form, resembling an onion in
shape. Freidel (2015) has proposed that this could represent an instrument employed in the
administration of enemas during ritual. A comparable symbol can be seen in conjunction with
iconographic depictions on another Kerr vessel (K1550) [Fig. A.12]. In this example, an
attendant administers an enema to a ruler with an apparatus that resembles the ornamental motif
on the Serpent vessel. It was common for Maya rulers and ritual specialists to administer
hallucinogens via enema during ritual activities and vision quests (Freidel 2015). The results of
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Freidel initially identified this form as glyph as the word ak’ab’, meaning “darkness” (personal communication,
2014). The John Montgomery’s online Maya dictionary confirms this meaning and elaborates that this glyph
“probably represents the upper markings and belly-scales of a snake” and has the additional interpretation of “night”
(see definition online at famsi.org). If the ak’ab’ interpretation of the glyph is valid, the glyph on the vessel would
have communicated the “dark” origins of the Serpent from the underworld and would have echoed the snake-like
attributes of the creature itself. Notably, the syllable ak’ can also mean “tongue” if not connected to the suffix ab’. If
this is the case, then the placement of this glyph on the thin extension from the mouth of the Serpent both labels it as
a body part and plays with the multiple meanings of the word, its placement on the tongue of the zoomorph, and its
serpentine origins. However, these interpretations are very subjective and incomplete.
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these visions, according to the iconographic programs are shown as Serpents, like on the Burial
61 vessel, Lintel 25 from Yaxchilan, Kerr vessel 2067, and so forth. I speculate that the
incorporation of this element into the decoration of H.E. #918 would have emphasized the use of
this artifact in sacrificial rituals that likely included hallucinogens.
On the outer rim of the vessel, alternating red and black rectangles decorated with lines of
small circles surround the Serpent. Freidel (personal communication, 2014) has interpreted these
as beads or seeds that could have been cast during rituals and divination rites. This reading also
supports the interpretation of this creature and this plate as elements of ritual activities that Lady
K’abel would have participated in and enacted. However, it is also likely that this decoration was
just that, an aesthetic choice by the artist. Pending further exploration of this motif, this idea
remains speculative.
In the previous sections I have attempted to outline a preliminary study of the principal
iconographic elements present on H.E. #918 from Burial 61 at Waka’. I have interpreted the
principal zoomorph on the vessel as a representation of a Serpent that would have appeared
during ritual activities. Additionally, I present a reading of this creature that reflects its likely
association with the northern state of Teotihuacan. I have also posited that the ritual activity
surrounding the Serpent would have involved sacrificial acts, and that these sacrifices would
likely have istigated the appearance of the creature. In presenting these interpretations I hope to
have shown that the Serpent on this vessel demonstrated the role of the interred as a ruler who
connected herself to this creature through ritual activity.
From here, I will examine this connection and how the vessel itself contributed to the
mortuary tableau of Burial 61 and its cultural implications. From here I will examine the role of
the Serpent as a metaphorical creature that arose from a vessel. The use of bowls in ritual
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activity, particularly in the summoning of supernatural beings from the underworld, is evident in
depictions of rulers such as those on the Yaxchilan lintels. In the following, I discuss some
examples of bowls as symbolic devices. This discussion informs my interpretation of the
placement of the Serpent vessel at the interred ruler’s feet.

Bowls as Portals
My reading of the contextual significance of H.E. #918 from the interment of Burial 61
draws upon iconographic representations of bowls within portraits of rulers. In particular, I
consider portraits of female rulers from Waka’ and Yaxchilan, while I also utilize various
examples from other contexts. I employ these images as texts that can be read as evidence of
how the ruling class wished to represent itself; in other words, they demonstrate some of those
aspects of culture that are not always clear in the material record like ideology and religion
(Flannery and Marcus 1996: 351). Here, I explore the possibility that this vessel and its location
at the feet of the deceased within the tomb also act as this kind of text (see Hodder 1987: 1). I
suggest that H.E. #918 acted as a kind of portal for the emergence of supernatural beings from
the underworld. This would emulate the cave within the sacred mountain from which, according
to Maya cosmology, was the location that connected the underworld and the terrestrial one. I
propose that this would have informed the placement of this vessel within the mortuary tableau
of Burial 61.
To begin this examination of bowls as portals, I turn to Stela 34 from Waka’. Here, Lady
K’abel asserts herself as a powerful ruler of the ancient city. This monument portrays Lady
K’abel as a ruler of the city and a Kaloompte’, one of the highest titles awarded in the Maya
lowlands (Martin 2008:2). The stela was once part of a set of three that likely stood together in
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one of the plazas of the city (Acuña 2014: 58). Stela 33 depicts her husband, K’inich Balam II,
and the third is very eroded and has not been fully interpreted. The elite royals likely erected
these stelae in a public place as affirmations of their divine power. They are depicted with
symbolic, political, and religious accouterments along with texts detailing their status and the
intention of the stelae. Importantly, in this text, according to Wanyerka (1996:87), the writings
below the queen’s shield names a Vision Serpent, Jun Winik K’an. Though this Serpent is not
represented on the stela, based on what we know about the depiction of Vision Serpents Maya
iconography, it may be inferred that this creature resembled the one present on H.E. #918 from
the tomb. Wanyerka (ibid) proposes that the Kaloompte’ is awaiting or enacting a
transformation into the Serpent. I am more inclined to think that this Serpent, like the one
represented on the vessel, appeared to her not as a variant form of herself, but as a creature with
which she had the unique ability to communicate.
From Stela 34 I draw conclusions about the role of sacred vessels in the emergence of
supernatural beings from the underworld to inform my hypothesis of the role of H.E. #918 in the
context of Burial 61. In the headdress of the ruler, a sacred bowl, a symbol identified by
Wanyerka (1996), acts as a portal through which symbols of life emerge from the quadripartite
monster representing the sacred mountain. This set of symbols, which I have called the “lifesymbol” assemblage, rests above the queen’s face [Fig. A.2a]. The creature forming the base of
the headdress, represents the witz monster, or the sacred mountain. Atop this, the bowl acts as the
sacred cave from which a spondylus shell, a “square-nosed monster,” and a “cross-banded
cartouche” emerge.
These symbols represent life and life’s emergence from death. The spondylus shell has
been described as having associations with primordial water and those waters from which
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humanity was born (Wanyerka 1994: 78-79). To its right a square-nosed monster reaches
upwards, which Schele and Miller (1986: 114) have identified in other contexts as indicative of
at the top of the world-tree. A similar creature can be seen at the top of the axis mundi carved
into the “Tablet of the Cross” from Palenque [Fig. A.15]. Lastly, the cross-banded cartouche
denotes the agricultural cycle so essential to the Maya lifeway: the rebirth of the maize plants,
indicated by the three-part sprout stemming from death, symbolized by the cross-banded
cartouche (Wanyerka 1996: 77). I hypothesize that when shown together in this way, these
symbols represent a mini-cosmogram that echoes the organization of the Maya universe, also
following the mythologies of Teotihuacan and its Pyramid of the Sun, as described by Taube
(1986: 51-82). In this cosmogram, the bowl represents the sacred cave.
Further evidence of bowls utilized as symbolic portals appears in the Lintels of
Yaxchilan, which portray rituals enacted by female rulers. On Lintel 25 [Fig. A.8], Lady Xoc
kneels in front of a bowl that contains textiles and a rope that were likely used during an autosacrificial ritual (Tate 1992: 44). Above this vessel hovers a large, double-headed Vision Serpent
(Schele and Miller 1986:188), from whose mouth emerges a human figure bearing a spear. The
Vision Serpent, as previously mentioned, bears similarities to the Serpent on the Burial 61
vessel. In a similar image from Yaxchilan Lintel 14 [Fig. A.10], a queen holds in her hand a
bowl from which a large Serpent emerges. The creature bears in its maw a newborn son (Freidel,
Schele and Parker 1992: 190). Like the previous example, the bowl in both of these cases
represents the location from which these Serpents emerge. This idea parallels the idea of
creatures emerging from a cave within the sacred mountain, or witz. Therefore, the bowl in this
case resembles a portal through which supernatural creatures might emerge at the beckoning of
the rulers who control the powerful artifact.
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Other images further the idea that bowls, and particularly bowls within sets of other
symbols represent portals through which life and supernatural creatures can emerge. These a ball
court marker from Copán [Fig. A.18] that presents two life symbol assemblages that, in place of
a stingray spine or world tree, support two ballplayers above a dividing band. The organization
of this carving implies that the life-symbol assemblage gives rise to the ritual ball game; and in
this imagery, the perpetuation of life and death as represented by the game (Schele and Freidel
1991). Similarly, in the Palenque Tablet of the Cross [Fig. A.15] a representation of the world
tree, or axis mundi, emerges from a bowl containing a similar assemblage of symbols. In these
images then, as well as in Stela 34, bowls signify a portal through which life emerges and is
perpetuated by those who preside over it.

H.E. #918, the Portal and Cave
Taking this interpretation a bit further, I would like to propose that H.E. #918 from Burial
61 at Waka’ represents one of these sacred bowls from which life emerged during the rituals
enacted by the queen. Indeed, one such supernatural being is even painted directly on the plate
above another representation of the sacred bowl. If this reading is feasible, it is possible to
explore further the contextual location of the vessel at the feet of the interred and its significance
to the symbolic organization of the burial chamber. To synthesize my earlier interpretations, I
compare the representation of Lady K’abel on Stela 34 to the organization of the mortuary
tableau of what is believed to be her tomb. I infer that the location of the bowl at her feet
emphasized that location as the place of the sacred mountain from which life emerges through a
sacred cave or bowl. In this way, the vessel from Burial 61 acts as a symbol as those in the royal
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portraits mentioned above, but because of its physical form in the mortuary tableau, H.E. #918
also functions as an index.
When looters extracted the Stela 34 from the site, they separated the carved facing off
from the bulk of the stela and transported it away from the site, but did not carry the lower
section out (Acuña 2014: 60). Originally, the stela depicted Lady K’abel standing upon a
metaphorical depiction of a mountain in the form of a witz monster, as seen in the remnants of
the monument left at the site. Therefore, in its original form, the stela portrayed Lady K’abel
above a witz monster, situating her in the place of, or as a representation of, the world tree as the
axis mundi. This would have reflected her position as a divine ruler at the center of the Maya
universe, atop the mountain from which life radiated and emerged (Schele and Freidel 1990: 72,
Taube 1986).
I propose that the organization of the stela that emphasizes the location of the sacred
mountain at the feet of the ruler [Fig. A.2b] was also depicted in the mortuary tableau of Burial
61 [compared in Fig. A.3]. H.E. #918 in my view would then have been located at the feet of the
ruler due to its role as a sacred portal, or a cave, from which life emerged during rituals
conducted by the ruler. Though the interred likely was not conducting these rituals after her
death, the location of this vessel reflected the power of the ruler who stood, metaphorically, on
top of the sacred mountain and could have controlled the portal through which life was brought
forth.
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate that the presence of H.E. #918 in the mortuary
tableau of Burial 61 at Waka’ symbolized a supernatural portal through which supernatural
beings, like the Serpent depicted on the plate, could travel between worlds during rituals
conducted by the interred. The vessel would have simulated a cave, and for this reason was
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located at the feet of the ruler, the symbolic location of the sacred mountain from which life
emerged from the underworld. The painted Serpent represented a combination of symbols
indicative of the jaguar, the serpent, and the butterfly, and those symbols likely held associations
with earlier iconographic programs from Teotihuacan. Iconographic and contextual evidence
have contributed to the understanding of this artifact and its decoration as the result of various
cultural processes. The combination of art historical and archaeological lines of evidence have
led to the interpretations posed here, and, I hope, will contribute to more discussions regarding
the wealth of information resulting from the investigation of Burial 61.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
In the preceding chapters, I have presented my interpretation of H.E. #918 from Burial 61
at El Perú-Waka’, who’s occupant is currently believed to be Lady K’abel, a late Classic ruler
(Navarro-Farr et. al. 2014). I have speculated that the zoomorph featured on the bowl represents
a Vision or War Serpent, a supernatural creature that emerges from the bowl itself. The bowl, in
turn, represents the sacred cave from which Serpents and supernatural beings would have been
summoned forth from the underworld. Understanding that conflation of images from a Classic
Maya cultural logic, I argue that the bowl’s placement at the ruler’s feet was deliberate and
meant to symbolize the location of the sacred mountain or witz, at the feet of the ruler, as seen in
Waka’ Stela 34, which depicts this royal woman.
Though in this study I have only explored one aspect of the complex data set that is
Burial 61, I suggest this vessel constitutes an important component of the larger mortuary tableau
surrounding Lady K’abel. This preliminary interpretation will necessarily evolve as more
evidence comes to light through the further analysis of the plethora of data from the interment. It
is my hope that this reading of the Serpent vessel will present a starting point for discussions
about how this artifact can be understood as a part of its larger context, and how we might begin
to understand well contextualized objects as symbolic in both their decoration and their
deliberate location.
I have incorporated comparative analyses to draw conclusions about the iconography
present on the plate itself. I have also employed analysis of royal portraiture to interpret the
vessel’s function in terms of its location within the tomb assemblage. The use of an
interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of this vessel has allowed for a unique evaluation of
one potential meaning of this vessel, combining art historical and archaeological approaches to
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emphasize both the artifact’s context and its imagery. This provides one attempt to draw
conclusions about the more elusive aspects of an ancient culture that are not as easily determined
from one mode of analysis or empirical evaluation alone.
From studies of well-contextualized artifacts like this one, it is possible to gather
knowledge about artifacts both as artistic works and how those objects were meant to function
within the broader culture. That is, inquiries such as this present the opportunity to gather and
synthesize two sometimes drastically different sources of data to formulate a more complete
understanding of an artifact. In doing so, one line of investigation can inform the other and vice
versa. The conjunctive approach to studying well-contextualized artifacts can subsequently shed
light on those objects that have lost their correlating archaeological data. From these
investigations, the artistic elements of the Maya corpus begin to take on new implications that
were before unrealized due to the lack of archaeological context. Though the study of looted and
unprovenienced objects presents valuable questions regarding the ethical practices surrounding
artifact curation and the study of ancient art, examinations of these pieces in conjunction with
well-contextualized artifacts with similar qualities can shed light on those that lack their
archaeological data. I look forward to future conjunctive investigations like these so that more of
these unprovenienced artifacts may be analyzed and begin to take part in the larger narrative of
the ancient Maya as one of the worlds most culturally complex and artistically rich civilizations.
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Figure A.1. Warrior Plate/Vessel from Burial 61 at El Perú-Waka’. Photo
courtesy of the Proyecto Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’.
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Figure A.2. Stela 34 from El PerúWaka’. Photo courtesy of the Cleveland
Art Museum.
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Figure A.2a: Detail of Lady K’abel’s headdress displaying
quadripartite monster, sacred bowl, spondylus shell, sprouting
cross-banded cartouche, and world tree creature. Drawing by
John Montgomery, after Wanyerka (1996).
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Figure A. 2b: This image shows a reassembled Stela
34, including the witz monster under the feet of lady
K’abel. Basal register drawing by John Montgomery
from photograph by Ian Graham. Side texts by
Kevin Brown based on photograph by Ian Graham.
After Wanyerka 1996: 83.
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Figure A.3. Photograph of Waka’ Burial
61 located in Substructure II of M13-1.
A.R. #2/H.E. #918 at the feet of the
interred, indicated by red arrow. Photo by
Francisco Castañeda, from Navarro-Farr
et. al (2013). Photo edited by author.
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Figure A.4: The Dallas Altar Panel displaying the
meeting of two rulers, one on a palanquin with a
Jaguar War god. Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy
of famsi.org
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Figure A.4a: The Dallas Altar Panel displaying the
Jaguar War god. Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy
of famsi.org
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Figure A.5: Toltec incensario fragment
displaying characteristics of jaguar-butterfly
cult. From the collections of the American
Museum of Natural History, image courtesy of
famsi.org
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Figure A.6: War Serpent from Teotihuacan.
Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy of famsi.org
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Figure A.7: K2067. Codex vessel showing
woman surrounded by a Vision Serpent. An
ancestor emerges from the Serpents mouth.

Figure A.8: Lintel 25 from Yaxchilan showing
Lady Xoc with a Vision Serpent. Drawing by
Linda Schele, courtesy of famsi.org
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Figure A.9: Yaxchilan Lintel 24 portraying Lady
Xoc and Itsamnah Balam. Drawing by John
Mongomery, courtesy of famsi.org
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Figure A.10: Lintel 14 from Yaxchilan showing the
birth of a son through the jaws of a Vision Serpent
that emerges from a bowl in the woman’s hands.
Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy of famsi.org
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Figure A.11: Mirror back with Teotihuacan Butterfly
Warrior motif. Photo courtesy of the Cleveland
Museum of Art, website. Arrow indicates face of
human figure from which the headdress expands.
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Figure A.12: K8777. Codex vessel showing
Butterfly features rising from overturned bowl
with sacrifices. Photo by Justin Kerr (K2067).
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Figure A.13: Piedras Negras Stela 7 showing War
Serpent headdress and sacrificial
bowl. Image courtesy
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of famsi.org

Figure A.13a: Detail of Stela 7 from Piedras Negras with
overturned bowl and sacrifice, highlighted with arrow.
Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy of famsi.org
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Figure A.14: Codex vessel showing
enema ritual. Photograph by Justin Kerr
(K1550).
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Figure A.15: Palenque Table of the Cross with
world tree and life symbol assemblage.
Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy of
famsi.org

80	
  

Figure A.16: Stela 24 from Naranjo showing
Lady Six Sky with bowl and bundle.
Drawing by Linda Schele, courtesy of
famsi.org
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Figure A.17: Cache vessel lid with decapitated head in a bowl
with a stingray spine. Curled element analogous to that on
H.E. #918 indicated with red arrow. Photo by Justin Kerr
(K2849).
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Figure A.18: Ballcourt marker from Copan with life symbol
assemblage and quatrefoil outline. Photo by Justin Kerr
(K2871).
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